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and sea which affected the land–sea thermal gradient. We 
therefore suggest that EASM records with dominated pre-
cession variance recorded the signal of a shift in the loca-
tion of the Inter-tropical Convergence Zone, and the asso-
ciated changes in the incidence of torrential rainfall; while 
for proxies with dominated 100-ka variance, it recorded 
changes in the land–sea thermal gradient via its effects on 
non-torrential precipitation.
Keywords East Asian summer monsoon (EASM) · 
Nonlinear response · Statistical analysis · Orbital 
timescale · The late Quaternary
1 Introduction
Within a series of climatic variability, variation on orbital 
timescales has attracted great attention because of the key 
role of changes in earth orbital parameters in modulating 
insolation, and its role in triggering a series of interior 
interactions in the climate system (Zachos et al. 2001; Rud-
diman 2003). Consequently, the study of climatic variabil-
ity on orbital timescales provides a unique opportunity to 
study quantitatively the dynamics and mechanism of cli-
matic responses to an unambiguous forcing factor.
As one of six major monsoon systems on the earth (An 
et  al. 2015), the Asian Monsoon plays a critical role in 
transporting large quantities of heat and moisture to this 
densely populated region. The transport of heat and mois-
ture has profound implications for socioeconomic systems 
(Yancheva et al. 2007; Zhang et al. 2008; Cook et al. 2010). 
Consequently, it has attracted much research attention over 
the past few decades, ranging from the analysis of climatic 
proxies in geological achieves to reconstruct monsoonal 
evolution, to numerical modeling of the monsoon (Wang 
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2006; Wang et  al. 2014; An et  al. 2015). The geological 
records investigated include loess deposits (Porter and An 
1995; Ding et  al. 1995; An et  al. 1990, 2001; Guo et  al. 
2002; Hao et al. 2012; Lu et al. 2013), speleothems (Wang 
et  al. 2001, 2005, 2008a; Cheng et  al. 2009, 2016), and 
marine and lacustrine sediments (Wang et  al. 2000; Tian 
et al. 2008; An et al. 2011; Chen et al. 2015).
Although our understanding of past monsoonal behavior 
has been enormously increased by these works, the nature 
of monsoonal variability on orbital timescales and the 
mechanisms responsible are still hotly debated. So far, the 
most commonly invoked explanations can be summarized 
in the form of two scenarios, especially in the case of the 
East Asian summer monsoon (EASM).
In one scenario, it claims that the EASM is directly con-
trolled by the solar insolation (an external forcing mecha-
nism) (Ruddiman and Raymo 2003; Cheng et  al. 2016). 
According to this viewpoint, the monsoon is interpreted as 
reflecting the significant displacement of the inter-tropical 
convergence zone (ITCZ), and that the existence of ITCZ 
is not dependent upon land–sea thermal contrasts which 
only provide a favorable longitudinal location for the ITCZ 
(Wang 1994; Chao and Chen 2001). One of the most signif-
icant characteristics of this scenario is that the EASM vari-
ability is dominated by precessional cycles, i.e. 19–23 ka, 
and it is mainly supported by evidence from speleothem 
records (e.g. Wang et al. 2001; Cheng et al. 2009; Jo et al. 
2014).
The other scenario highlights the role of variations in 
global ice volume in modulating the thermodynamic con-
trast between the Asian continent and the Pacific Ocean (an 
internal forcing mechanism) (An et  al. 1990), and in this 
case EASM variability is dominated by the 100 ka eccen-
tricity cycle. There is much evidence to support this lat-
ter viewpoint, such as the paleoclimatic records from the 
deposits of the Chinese Loess Plateau (Porter and An 1995; 
Ding et al. 1995; An et al. 1990, 2001; Guo et al. 2002; Hao 
et  al. 2012), and from deep-see sediments collected from 
the South China Sea (Wang et al. 2000; Tian et al. 2008). 
Previous studies have provided three possible linkages 
between the EASM and global ice volume: (1) Global sea 
levels and relative surface areas between the continents and 
the ocean were changed by global ice volume, and during 
a glacial stage the increased continental surface area can 
weaken the transport of heat and moisture (Wang 1999). 
(2) Increased global ice volume reduces global tempera-
ture, while reduce evaporation and thus decrease atmos-
pheric moisture transport (Guo et al. 2002). (3) The Sibe-
rian–Mongolian Highs may be strengthened by an extended 
Arctic ice sheet, thereby enhancing the winter monsoon 
and reducing the amount of heat and moisture transported 
from the oceans to land (Ding et al. 1994, 1995).
However, the aforementioned scenarios fail to provide a 
complete explanation for several key features of the EASM 
reconstructed from geological evidences. For instance, 
while the oxygen isotope records of speleothems in China 
is in phase with August insolation, it does lag June and July 
insolation by 2–3 ka (Cheng et al. 2016). This is inconsist-
ent with an assumed rapid response of the EASM to inso-
lation. The role of latent heat transport from the Southern 
Ocean (Clemens et  al. 1996, 2008) or heterodyne effects 
(Clemens et  al. 2010; Thomas et  al. 2016) might provide 
an explanation; however, the suggested physical linkages 
between various climatic systems or processes has not yet 
been confirmed in the EASM domain.
One possibility for the incomplete level of explanation 
provided by the two scenarios is that the EASM is con-
trolled by both internal and external factors (Wang 2009), 
and its response to the forcing factors is a nonlinear pro-
cess. On this basis, the climatic response to forcing would 
be more complex than a simple linear model (Ruddiman 
2008). In other words, the behavior of the EASM results 
fundamentally from the complex behavior of the atmos-
phere and ocean, but the nonlinear mechanisms responsible 
have not yet been determined. Because of the complexity 
of the nonlinear system and a wealth of information of the 
nonlinearity, we focused on testing the possible nonlinear 
response of the EASM to its forcing factors in this study, by 
applying several simple statistical methods to the analysis 
of various EASM proxies and the potential forcing factors 
on orbital timescales.
2  Studied datasets
There was a significant land–sea transition occurred in East 
Asia around 0.3 Ma (Yi et al. 2014, 2016), where the total area 
of these terrestrial basins was >460,000 km2 (Yi et al. 2015), 
roughly twice as large as the Great Lakes of North America. 
The loss of the fresh water and sediments and the presence of 
the seas inevitably affected environmental processes in East 
Asia (Yi et al. 2015), but the influence of this transition has 
not been well assessed yet. Considering the land–sea transi-
tion, the ready availability of well-dated proxy records, and the 
interpretation of which is relatively unambiguous, we selected 
Fig. 1  EASM proxies and their forcing factors. a, c 21 July insola-
tion at 65ºN (INS, Berger and Loutre 1991). b Stalagmite δ18O series 
(CAVE, Cheng et  al. 2016). d Sediment grain-size record from the 
Bohai Sea (BHGS, Yi et  al. 2012). e, g Deep-sea sediment δ18O 
records (MIS, Lisiecki and Raymo 2005). f, h Magnetic susceptibil-
ity record of the Luochuan (MSLU, low frequency data, Lu and An 
1997) and Yimaguan profiles (MSHA, frequency-dependent data, 
Hao et  al. 2012), respectively, from the loess–paleosol sequence 
of the Chinese loess plateau. i, j Spectral comparison between each 
paired dataset, following the Blackman–Tukey method (Howell et al. 
2006) implemented with the ARAND software package
◂
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the late Quaternary (0–260 ka) for study. Two categories of 
data were chosen: (1) those reflecting external forcing and (2) 
those reflecting internal forcing (Fig. 1):
1. The calculated record of 21 July insolation at 65°N 
(INS, Berger and Loutre 1991) was used to model the 
external forcing of the EASM, which has broadly been 
selected in previous studies of the Asian monsoon (e.g. 
Ruddiman 2006; Cheng et al. 2009), while insolation at 
30°N and 20°N were tested as references, since those 
were also previously mentioned (e.g. Wang et al. 2001; 
Wang 2009). Stalagmite δ18O records (CAVE, Cheng 
et  al. 2016), and sediment grain-size record from the 
Bohai Sea (BHGS, Yi et al. 2012) were used as preces-
sion-dominated responses.
2. The δ18O record from deep-sea sediments (MIS, 
Lisiecki and Raymo 2005) was selected to represent 
an internal forcing mechanism. Magnetic susceptibil-
ity records from the loess–paleosol sequences at Luo-
chuan (MSLU, low-frequency data, Lu and An 1997) 
and Yimaguan (MSHA, frequency-dependent data, 
Hao et al. 2012), from the Chinese loess plateau, were 
selected to represent a 100 ka-dominated response.
The speleothem records (CAVE) have a robust chronology 
based on high-precise 230Th dating (Wang et al. 2001, 2008a; 
Cheng et  al. 2009). The grain-size record from the Bohai 
Sea (BHGS) was obtained from a sediment core located at 
37°09′N, 118°58′E, and the variance was summarized using 
principle component analysis (Yi et al. 2012). The chronology 
for the BHGS was obtained by tuning to the 21 July insolation 
at 65°N (INS) together with radiocarbon and luminescence 
dating (Yi et al. 2012) and was also constrained by magneto-
stratigraphic analysis (Yi et al. 2015, 2016). The CAVE and 
BHGS time series are both dominated by precession (23 ka) 
variance, which comprises ~80% of the total (Fig.  1i). The 
chronology of the MSLU was obtained by tuning to the 
SPECMAP record (Lu and An 1997), and that for the MSHA 
by correlating to the MIS (Hao et al. 2012). The MSLU and 
MSHA time series are both dominated by a 100-ka com-
ponent, which also comprises ~80% of the total variance 
(Fig. 1j). Previous studies of the four time series have verified 
that they are indicators of the EASM in either the precessional 
or 100-ka domain (Lu and An 1997; Wang et al. 2001, 2008a; 
Cheng et al. 2009; Yi et al. 2012; Hao et al. 2012).
3  Statistical tests
3.1  Probability density function (PDF)
The distribution of values in each record was summa-
rized using a probability density function (PDF). The INS 
exhibits a unimodal Gaussian distribution (Fig.  2a), dem-
onstrating that over the last 260 ka it changed gradually and 
is internally homogenous.
For the proxy records with dominated precession vari-
ance, both CAVE and BHGS exhibit a bimodal Gaussian 
distribution (Fig. 2b, c), indicating the presence of at least 
two potential subpopulations within the data. Partitioning 
the data distribution reveals that the relative percentages 
of the two subpopulations are similar: 46:54 for the CAVE 
and 44:56 for the BHGS (Fig. 2b, c).
For proxies with dominated 100-ka variance, the MIS, 
MSLU and MSHA all exhibit bimodal Gaussian distri-
bution (Fig.  2d–f), indicating the presence of at least two 
potential subpopulations within the data. The relative per-
centages of the two subpopulaitons vary between the data-
sets: 37:63 for the MIS, 27:73 for the MSLU, and 44:56 for 
the MSHA.
3.2  Correlation
The correlation coefficients among proxy records and 
forcing factors within each paired dataset were calculated 
using the bootstrap resampling method, which provides the 
opportunity to examine the structure of the correlation rela-
tionship in detail. The sample size of each resampling was 
200 (50 for the one with a total size less than 1000). The 
total resampling performance was 2000, which provides a 
significance level of p < 0.05 to enable a conservative eval-
uation of the statistical significance of the correlation.
The results are illustrated in Fig. 3. All of the PDFs of 
correlation coefficients are asymmetrical. Further math-
ematical partitioning of the PDFs indicates that two sub-
populations can be identified (r1 and r2 in Fig. 3). A cor-
relation matrix (Supplementary Tables S1–2) shows that all 
of the Pearson correlation coefficients, except for the one 
between the BHGS and MSLU, are significant at the level 
p < 0.05, and the character of the partial correlation coeffi-
cients is similar. In additional, all of the confidence regions, 
plotted as ellipses in Table S1–2, tend to be round.
3.3  Regression
Regression analysis of each paired dataset was conducted. 
The results (Supplementary Tables S3–4) indicate that 54 
and 34% variance of the CAVE and BHGS, respectively, 
can be explained by the linear variation in the INS, and 22 
and 52% variance of the MSLU and MSHA in the MIS, 
respectively.
Because only up to 50% variance of the EASM can be 
explained in a common regression analysis, including 11 
types of curve estimation (Supplementary Table  S3), a 
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nonlinear analysis was conducted. To save the degrees of 
freedom of the regression, and because two subpopulations 
were identified in the above analyses in all of the paired 
datasets (Figs.  2, 3), we simply divide each dataset into 
two subpopulations according its value changes (Fig.  2). 
We then conducted regression analysis on each pair of vari-
ables by introducing a dummy variable (see details of the 
dummy variable in Kleinbaum et al. 1997) to preserve the 
degrees of freedom and general information for the entire 
dataset. The dummy variable is set according to the data 
category after subdivision, either 0 or 1. The results are 
plotted in Fig. 4 and listed in Table S4.
In general, the designed nonlinear regression resulted 
in a remarkable increase in the explained variance, from 
30 to 50% for the linear regression to ~80%. All of the 
results are significant at the level p < 0.01 and they 
demonstrate the robustness of nonlinear regression for 
describing the relationship between the EASM and its 
forcing factors. In the case of CAVE and BHGS, there 
is no difference between the intercepts but a difference 
between the slopes; and in contrary, for the MSLU and 
MSHA, there no difference between the slopes but a dif-
ference between the intercepts.
We attempted including the MIS as a variable for the 
nonlinear regression analysis for the proxy records with 
dominated precession variance, and the INS as a variable 
for proxies with dominated 100-ka variance, however, 
neither was significant. In additional, summer insola-
tion at different latitudes, such as for 21 July insolation 
at 30°N and 20°N (Berger and Loutre 1991) was further 
tested, but no essential difference was observed (Supple-
mentary Table  S5). Consequently, because none of the 
nonlinear relationship have the global optima in statistics, 
we chose this nonlinear regression as a locally optimal 
solution for latter discussion.
4  Discussion
4.1  Interpretation of statistical observations
All of the statistical tests indicate a significant difference 
between the forcing factors and the climatic responses. For 
the records with dominated precession variance, only one 
peak occurs in the PDF of the INS, but two peaks are evi-
dent for both CAVE and BHGS; while for the records with 
Fig. 2  Probability density function (PDF) of various EASM proxies 
and their deriving forces. a INS (Berger and Loutre 1991); b CAVE 
(Cheng et  al. 2016); c BHGS (Yi et  al. 2012); d MIS (Lisiecki and 
Raymo 2005); e MSLU (Lu and An 1997); and f MSHA (Hao et al. 
2012). The PDF of each series is modeled using a Gaussian distri-
bution. Sample size (n), mean value and relative percentage are also 
labeled, and the labeled boundary values will be used in latter regres-
sion analysis as a dummy variable
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dominated 100-ka variance, the relative percentages of the 
subpopulations are different in all three records. This phe-
nomenon raises important questions regarding the nature 
of the internal processes responsible: for the proxy records 
with dominated precession variance, for generating a cli-
matic response characterized by a bimodal distribution to 
a forcing function characterized by a unimodal distribution; 
and for proxies with dominated 100-ka variance, for gener-
ating the different relative percentages.
There are two potential explanations for this observa-
tion: (e.1) Several other factors in addition to the INS 
or MIS are responsible for driving the EASM; and (e.2) 
more than one type of response process in the EASM 
is involved during different climatic states, resulting in 
the observed nonlinearity. Since we lack the evidence to 
determine which additional factors are responsible for 
driving the EASM, and since in previous studies typi-
cally only a single dominant factor has been considered 
in the case of both precessional and 100-ka dominances 
(Wang et al. 2001; Clemens et al. 2008; Wang 2009; Guo 
et  al. 2012), we prefer to regard e.2 as the most likely 
explanation.
The results of the correlation and regression analyses 
clearly demonstrate the nonlinearity of the ESAM to forc-
ing: (1) two relationships within each paired dataset are 
both significant (Figs. 3, 4); and (2) a potential monsoonal 
forcing is nonlinearity in general (Fig. 4).
In the regression analysis results for the proxy records 
with dominated precession variance (Fig. 4a, b), although 
there is no difference between the intercepts, there is a dif-
ference between the slopes. The same intercept coefficient 
in the regressions indicates that either the origin of the 
EASM response to solar insolation is the same during dif-
ferent climatic states, or that the basic background driving 
monsoonal variations for the proxy records with dominated 
precession variance would not change significantly. On the 
other hand, a difference in slope indicates that the EASM 
exhibited different sensitivities (or physical property) to 
Fig. 3  The results of correlation analysis of EASM proxies and their 
forcing factors. Red curves are the probability density curves fitted 
with a Gaussian distribution. Statistical parameters for the correlation 
coefficients are labeled. r1 and r2 are two expectations of subpopula-
tions with a 95% confidence interval. The ranges of the correlation 
coefficients (shadow areas) generally do not cross the origin point, 
demonstrating their statistical significances
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forcing in different time intervals. During an interval of 
enhanced monsoon intensity, the EASM will be more sen-
sitive to changes in insolation, but less sensitive during an 
interval of reduced intensity.
However, the situation is different in the case of the 
dominated 100-ka variance (Fig. 4c, d). In this case, there 
is no difference between the slopes but between the inter-
cepts. This indicates that EASM variability for proxies with 
dominated 100-ka variance exhibited the same sensitivity 
to global ice volume changes in both glacial and intergla-
cial stages, but that the baseline conditions varied between 
different time intervals.
4.2  Possible forcing mechanism
4.2.1  The precessional variance
Relating to the onset of the Asian monsoon in the west-
ern Pacific, there is an abrupt shift in the location of the 
ITCZ in summer from ~7°N to >10° further north (Gray 
1968). This meridional migration of the ITCZ has a signifi-
cant effect on the atmospheric circulations (Chao and Chen 
1999), and triggers the onset of monsoon (Chao 2000), 
independent of any land–sea thermal contrast between the 
Asian continent and the Pacific Ocean (Wang 1994; Chao 
and Chen 2001). As a result of its location, this region 
receives a large daily amount of solar insolation, causing 
the energy associated with the evaporating water to be con-
verted into sensible heat and generating the ITCZ rain belt 
with a rain rate of >4 mm/day (Wang 2006).
On orbital timescales, the high-precision 230Th-dated 
speleothem oxygen isotope records from Hulu, Dongge 
and Sanbao Caves in China exhibit a dominant and 
clearly resolved precessional cyclicity (Wang et al. 2001, 
2005, 2008a). These stalagmite records reflect variation 
in the δ18O of local meteoric precipitation and therefore 
they can be used to characterize intensity of the EASM 
(Yuan et  al. 2004; Dykoski et  al. 2005). This evidence 
leads to the idea that the EASM can be directly driven 
by solar insolation (Kutzbach 1981) via the shift in the 
Fig. 4  Results of regression analysis of EASM proxies and their forcing factors. LS linear regression as reference, NL1 and NL2 two equations 
produced in a nonlinear regression with a dummy variable. See the text and Table S4 for details
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location of the ITCZ (Wang et  al. 2005; Cheng et  al. 
2009; Lu et al. 2013; Jo et al. 2014).
The spatial distribution of both annual and summer rain-
fall across mainland China exhibits a more precisely merid-
ional effect, descending from low to high latitudes (Fig. 5a, 
b). This meridional distribution of rainfall supports the 
conclusion from the δ18O studies of speleothems in China, 
regarding the location of the ITCZ in summer. However, it 
cannot explain the occurrence of two monsoonal records 
at latitudes >37°N, both of which exhibit a strong preces-
sional component (Yi et al. 2012; Jo et al. 2014). Notably, 
both records are located northwards of two paleoclimatic 
records from 35 to 36°N which exhibit strong 100-ka vari-
ance (Lu and An 1997; Hao et al. 2012).
Although the similar degree of heating of the air masses 
over Siberian and the northwest Pacific might cancel out 
the 100-ka signal from paleoclimatic records, resulting in 
the dominance of 23-ka cyclicity (Nakagawa et  al. 2008), 
one significant issue needs to be addressed. That is the 
EASM records with dominated precession variance 
responds more sensitively to changes in solar insolation 
during an interval of enhanced monsoon intensity (Fig. 4a, 
Fig. 5  Distribution of torrential rainfall over mainland China. a 
Annual rainfall (mm), b summer (JJAS) rainfall (mm), c, e torrential 
rainfall in summer (mm), ≥30 and 50 mm/day, respectively; d, f vari-
ance ratio of torrential rainfall and total summer rainfall. Daily rain-
fall data (1951–2004) are from the China Meteorological Administra-
tion (http://data.cma.cn)
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b). According to the Antoine equation 
[





in thermodynamics, in which p is the vapor pressure, T is 
temperature, A, B and C are constants, for a specific liquid, 
high temperature leads to high evaporation within the ITCZ 
zone, and there should be no threshold which changes the 
nature of the evaporation process. This indicates that some 
key climatic linkages are undefined.
On the other hand, the summertime location of the ITCZ 
is also a favorable area for tropical cyclogenesis (Briegel 
and Frank 1997), and at times when the genesis of tropi-
cal cyclone in the western Pacific is frequent, the aver-
age amount of summer rainfall increases significantly in 
Northeast Asia (Choi and Moon 2015; Choi et  al. 2016). 
It has been argued that the correlation between sea sur-
face temperature (SST) and tropical cyclogenesis is insig-
nificant from a observational perspective (Chan and Liu 
2004). However, a positive relationship between SST or 
global warming and tropical cyclogenesis (Webster et  al. 
2005; Emanuel 2005; Wada and Usui 2007; Tu et al. 2009; 
Huang et al. 2015; Mei et al. 2015), and between typhoon 
activity and monsoon intensity (Ren et  al. 2002; Kumar 
and Krishnan 2005; Chang et al. 2012; Holbach and Bou-
rassa 2014; Choi et al. 2016), is broadly claimed based on 
observations and numerical modeling. In this case, the pos-
sibility of tropical cyclogenesis significantly increase since 
local SSTs are higher than 26–27 °C, while below this tem-
perature threshold, tropical cyclogenesis decreases abruptly 
to a much low level (Gray 1968; Whitney and Hobgood 
1997; Wada and Usui 2007).
It is estimated that the average rainfall associated with 
typhoons across mainland China during 1951–2004  AD 
exceeded 700  mm/year (Wang et  al. 2008b). Consider-
ing the average number of typhoons influencing mainland 
China, the rainfall intensity associated with these precipita-
tion events can be regarded as near-torrential. Although not 
all torrential rainfall events are related to typhoon activities, 
they do be significantly positively correlated with typhoons 
(Yue et al. 2000; Ren et al. 2002; Jian and Yu 2006; Yao 
et al. 2009; Sun et al. 2010; Shen et al. 2013). Accordingly, 
we used the definition of torrential rainfall by the China 
Meteorological Administration, and removed all data with 
<30 and <50 mm/day to produce two datasets which were 
used to detect the spatial distribution of torrential rainfall 
and their ratios with total summer rainfall across mainland 
China (Fig. 5).
Unlike the spatial distribution of annual and summer 
rainfalls (Fig.  5a, b), the distribution of torrential rainfall 
exhibits a SE–NW descending trend (Fig. 5c, e). The con-
tribution of torrential rainfall to summer rainfall is not very 
high (Wang et  al. 2008b), but it does account for >70% 
of the variance of summer rainfall (Fig.  5d, f). Moreo-
ver, unlike annual and summer rainfall, which gradually 
descends from low to high latitudes (Fig.  5a, b), torren-
tial rainfall exhibits a clear, narrow boundary at the ratio 
of ~0.6 (Fig.  5d, f). It implies that the factor controlling 
the occurrence of torrential rainfall has a distinct spatial 
limit, and this limit matches well with the spatial influence 
of typhoon during the past several decades (e.g. Sun et al. 
2010; Mendelsohn et al. 2012; Shen et al. 2013) (Supple-
mentary Figure S1). Based on these lines of evidence, we 
propose that the ITCZ and associated tropical cyclogensis 
played a crucial role in generating the precessional records 
of ESAM variability on an orbital timescale.
4.2.2  The 100‑ka variance
It has been long identified that the existence of continental-
scale land–sea thermal contrast is the main factor respon-
sible for monsoon circulation (Wallace and Hobb 1977; 
Webster et  al. 1998; Wang and Ding 2008). In summer, 
radiative heating produces a thermal low in the continent 
and a relative high over the ocean, resulting in the inflow of 
low-level winds over the continent, and creating a moisture 
convergence. In winter, radiative cooling of the continent 
results in a thermal high and, to its southeast, low-level 
winds flow northeastward.
According to the results of atmospheric monitoring 
and numerical modeling, monsoonal precipitation across 
mainland China is mainly derived from the Arabian Sea, 
Indian Ocean and South China Sea (Ding and Chan 2005; 
Ding and Sikka 2006; Pausata et al. 2011; Liu et al. 2014). 
Hence, in principle summer rainfall should decrease in the 
direction of moisture transport, however, we do not observe 
this trend in the spatial distribution of summer rainfall 
across mainland China (Fig. 6a, b). Considering the afore-
mentioned contribution of summer rainfall from tropical 
cyclones, we remove all rainfall events with intensity ≥30 
and ≥50 mm/day in order to portray the spatial distribution 
of non-torrential summer rainfall and the ratios of average 
summer rainfall to total summer rainfall across mainland 
China (Fig. 6).
Unlike the spatial distribution of annual and sum-
mer rainfalls (Fig. 6a, b), the distribution of average rain-
fall exhibits a descending trend from the coast to inland 
(Fig.  6c, e), consistent with the transport of monsoonal 
moisture. Moreover, it accounts for >80% of the variance 
of summer rainfall within the inland China, including the 
main part of the Chinese Loess Plateau (Fig. 6d, f). Con-
sequently, this implies that summer rainfall associated with 
land–sea thermal contrast can be characterized as normal, 
non-torrential rainfall across mainland China.
On orbital timescales, EASM variability recorded in 
aeolian deposits from the Chinese Loess Plateau is domi-
nated by the 100-ka cyclicity (Lu and An 1997; Hao et al. 
2012), as is also reported for deep-see sediments from 
2192 L. Yi et al.
1 3
the South China Sea (Wang et al. 2000; Tian et al. 2008). 
The magnetic susceptibility record of the loess–palaeo-
sol sequence of the Chinese Loess Plateau, which reflects 
the pedogenic production of secondary ferrimagnetic 
minerals, is regarded as a reliable proxy for the EASM 
intensity (An et  al. 1990; Ding et  al. 1995; Porter and 
An 1995; Sun et al. 2006; Yang et al. 2015). This record 
has been used to propose the major role of variations in 
global ice volume in modulating the thermodynamics of 
land–sea contrast (An et al. 1990).
Although several possible linkages between EASM vari-
ability and global ice volume have been proposed (An et al. 
1990; Ding et al. 1994, 1995; Wang 1999; Guo et al. 2002), 
our regression results indicate that the same sensitivity 
but distinct difference in baseline conditions during differ-
ent climatic states (Fig. 4c, d). This difference in baseline 
conditions may conceivably relate to changes in the rela-
tive areas of land and sea between glacial and interglacial 
intervals. For example, it has been proposed that the ratio 
of the areas of land and sea in South Asia could decrease 
Fig. 6  Distribution of non-torrential precipitation over mainland 
China. a, b Summer (JJAS) rainfall (mm) and its ratio to the annual 
value; c, e non-torrential rainfall in summer (mm), <30 and <50 mm/
day, respectively; d, f variance ratio of non-torrential rainfalls. Daily 
data (1951–2004 AD) are from the China Meteorological Administra-
tion (http://data.cma.cn)
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from 1:1.6 to 1:4.1 during interglacials (De Decker et  al. 
2002). This estimate may be applicable to East Asia, 
given the very shallow slope of the continental shelf areas. 
Hence, we propose that global ice volume and associated 
land–sea changes played a crucial role in generating the 
100-ka cyclicity in ESAM variability on orbital timescales.
4.2.3  Linkages between EASM proxies and driving factors
The summer atmospheric circulation across the Asia conti-
nent and northwest Pacific Ocean exhibits a pattern of wind 
flow from the Indian Ocean to mainland China. Moreo-
ver, winds from the western Pacific only reach East China 
(Fig. 7a), supporting the idea that almost all the monsoonal 
moisture is derived from the Arabian Sea, Indian Ocean 
and South China Sea (Ding and Chan 2005; Ding and 
Sikka 2006), especially in the case of non-torrential rain-
fall. However, this circulation pattern will be disrupted dur-
ing the formation and movement of typhoons. For instance, 
during Typhoon Chan-hom (Fig.  7b), southeasterly winds 
penetrated into mainland China on a large scale, extending 
westwards to 105°E.
The observed difference in atmospheric circulation 
patterns with and without the occurrence of tropical 
cyclones supports the hypothesis that rainfall delivered by 
the EASM has two potential sources: the first consisting 
of moisture from the Indian Ocean and South China Sea 
alone; and the second, during intervals with an increased 
incidence of typhoons, when moisture from the first source 
is supplemented and renewed by an additional source from 
the Pacific Ocean. It is possible that variations in the mon-
soonal proxies in the 100 and 23-ka variances are linked to 
differences in the contributions from these two sources.
Typically, not all of the precipitation infiltrates into 
the soil. Some precipitation may be lost to evaporation 
and surface runoff, and thus the component remaining 
in the soil is termed effective precipitation. Because of 
the soil characteristics in the Chinese Loess Plateau, it is 
likely that only non-torrential precipitation, which prob-
ably approximates the effective precipitation, is stored in 
the soil and becomes available to participate in the bio-
chemical processes responsible for pedogenesis and the 
production of the secondary ferrimagnetic minerals that 
dominate the magnetic susceptibility record. Since aver-
age precipitation accounts for >80% of the variance of 
total rainfall in summer (Fig. 6d, f), the magnetic suscep-
tibility signal of the loess–palaeosol sequence probably 
reflects variations in non-torrential summer precipita-
tion, which is directly correlated with the land–sea ther-
mal contrast (Fig.  6), as mentioned earlier. We suggest 
that this linkage is responsible for the dominant 100-ka 
cyclicity of EASM variability on orbital timescales.
Due to the complex processes involved in the penetra-
tion of drip water into caves, various linkages between 
oxygen isotopic changes of speleothems have been pro-
posed, such as that it reflects local rainfall on an annual 
or decadal scale (e.g. McDermott 2004; Genty et  al. 
2014), seasonal surface precipitation (e.g. Cruz et  al. 
2005; Genty 2008), present-day precipitation with stored 
water (Duan et  al. 2016), and torrential rains in the wet 
season (Bar-Matthews et  al. 1996; Jones et  al. 2000; 
Jones and Banner 2003; Pape et  al. 2010). Considering 
the strongly depleted δ18O values of typhoon rainfalls 
(e.g. Fudeyasu et al. 2008; Zhang et al. 2009; Sun et al. 
2016), we suggest that the δ18O record of Chinese spe-
leothems within the EASM domain probably supports 
the conclusion that is reflects torrential rainfall during 
the wet season. Since tropical cyclogenesis is usually fre-
quent from July to September, typically reaching a maxi-
mum in August in the western Pacific (Whitney and Hob-
good 1997; Chan 2005; Wang et al. 2007; Stowasser et al. 
2007; Wada et al. 2012), this linkage between stalagmite 
δ18O changes and torrential rainfall is consistent with the 
observed in-phase relationship (zero offset) between δ18O 
changes and solar insolation in the northern hemisphere 
in August (e.g. Cheng et al. 2016).
The sediment grain-size record from the Bohai Sea (Yi 
et al. 2012) further supports this conclusion regarding the 
significance of changes in the δ18O of Chinese speleo-
thems. Coarse sedimentary particles can only be mobi-
lized given sufficient energy of the transport medium, and 
once deposited, they cannot be re-suspended without an 
increase in that energy. In the Bohai Sea, sediment grain-
size variation is controlled by river discharge and re-sus-
pension process in the tidal zone (Yi et al. 2012; Li et al. 
2014). Based on the operation of these sedimentary pro-
cesses (Chen et al. 2013; Su et al. 2016), we suggest that 
torrential rainfall events played a crucial role in driving 
the sedimentary grain-size variations observed in the sed-
iments of the Bohai Sea. Therefore, in combination with 
the character of Chinese stalagmite δ18O changes, we 
conclude that this linkage is responsible for the preces-
sion-dominated character of EASM variability on orbital 
timescales.
5  Conclusions
In order to characterize the variation and dynamics of 
the EASM on orbital timescales, we conduct a study of 
the relationship between EASM proxies and their forcing 
mechanisms during the late Quaternary. The most notice-
able feature of the EASM proxies is that they exhibit a 
nonlinear response to their forcing factors. As a result, we 
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propose different types of linkage of the EASM proxy to 
the dominant forcing factors, as follows.
Solar insolation and global ice volume both account for 
~80% of the total variance in EASM variability; however, 
the relationships are nonlinear. Specifically, the EASM 
records with dominated precession variance was more 
sensitive to changes in solar insolation during intervals of 
increased EASM strength, but was less sensitive during 
intervals of decreased strength. For proxies with dominated 
100-ka variance, the difference is not one of sensitivity but 
rather of a difference in baseline conditions. Combining 
this finding with an analysis of the spatial distribution of 
different types of summer rainfall, we conclude that for the 
proxy records with dominated precession variance, EASM 
variability was linked to the shift in the ITCZ via torren-
tial rainfall. In contrast, for proxies with dominated 100-ka 
Fig. 7  Atmospheric circulation across the Asia continent and north-
west Pacific Ocean. a Average summer values from June to Sep-
tember (JJAS), 2015; b average values during Typhoon Chan-hom 
(Namtheun, 201509#) from July 1–10, 2015. The shaded yellow area 
indicates the incursion of Pacific moisture into mainland China dur-
ing a tropical cyclone. The latitudes of four geological records used in 
this study are 31.67 N (CAVE), 37.15 N (BHGS), 35.71 N (MSLU), 
and 35.89 N (MSHA). The origin data for the 850 hPa wind vectors 
are from the European Centre for Medium-Range Weather Forecasts 
Reanalysis (ERA) data (Dee et al. 2011) (http://apps.ecmwf.int). The 
base map data are from http://www.ngdc.noaa.gov/mgg/global/global.
html
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variance, it was linked to changes in the land–sea thermal 
gradient associated with non-torrential rainfall.
However, this study is based solely on statistical analysis 
of geological records and is only based on a single forcing 
factor for the EASM proxies and one mathematical equa-
tion to express the nonlinear process. In addition, simply 
splitting the dataset into two subpopulations may intro-
duce uncertainties into the regression analysis. Therefore, 
we suggest that the use of an increased number of pale-
oclimatic records with a broader spatial coverage, together 
with further numerical modeling, are necessary in future 
research.
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